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The present study sought to discover which sentence 
level errors committed by Turkish students who learn English 
as a foreign language (EFL) are considered to be the most 
and the least serious by Turkish EFL teachers. It also 
aimed at investigating whether Turkish teachers' judgments 
of gravity of errors establish a hierarchy of errors. The 
study used global and local criteria developed by Burt and 
Kiparsky (1974a) for determining the seriousness of errors. 
The most serious errors are the ones interfering with 
communication (global), and the least serious errors are the 
errors which do not prevent a message from being understood 
(local).
Thus, errors in seven categories represented by 21 
sentences were presented to 20 Turkish EFL teachers in the 
form of a questionnaire. The subjects were asked to 
indicate how serious they considered each error in these 
sentences on a 5-point ranking scale. Of seven categories 
of error, three categories (word order, verb form, and 
lexis) represented global errors, and four categories 
(concord, negation, preposition, and spelling) represented 
local errors. The present study considered three questions.
The first question asked whether there was a hierarchy of
error among Turkish EFL teachers. The results revealed 
that Turkish teachers did not consider all errors equally 
serious, and that their judgments of gravity of errors 
established a hierarchy of errors.
The second question investigated what kind of hierarchy 
was established by Turkish teachers. In judging the 
seriousness of errors, the Turkish teachers made use of both 
criteria, that is, the basic level of the rule violated and 
the criterion of comprehensibility. It was found that the 
errors which the Turkish teachers considered the most 
serious were the ones which caused the greatest problems for 
comprehension. They also referred to the teaching 
objectives, that is, formal accuracy while evaluating.
The third question asked whether the hierarchy would 
change according to the teachers' ages. Subjects were 
divided into two groups: 10 teachers between 20-35 age 
range, and 10 teachers between 36 and over. Although both 
groups established the hierarchy depending on both criteria, 
the first group showed some preference for the criterion of 
comprehensibility in assessing the gravity of errors. It 
was also observed that 20-35 age group marked more severely 
than did the other group.
The findings of the study indicate which errors are 
considered the most serious by Turkish teachers and that 
errors should be evaluated according to an explicit 
guideline to mark students' written work objectively.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
Background of the Study
In recent years dramatic changes in the treatment of 
error have been due to the shift in the approaches to the 
teaching of second and foreign languages (Hendrickson,
1980). As Hahn (1987) points out, when the behavioristic 
approach lost its popularity and the cognitive approach 
emerged, teachers' attitudes toward language teaching and 
the methods they used began to change, resulting in a shift 
in their opinions about how errors should be dealt with.
The advocates of the behaviorist approach were not 
tolerant toward errors as they thought they could become 
habitual and fossilized. On the other hand, the advocates 
of the cognitive approach, who viewed language as rule- 
governed and learned by hypothesis formation, did not 
consider errors as a hindrance but a natural phenomenon 
(Klassen, 1991). That is, learners' errors were not 
indications of failure anymore, but important tools to be 
used in the learning process. There was, therefore, a shift 
to learning from errors rather than preventing them.
The application of new theories of linguistics and 
psychology to language teaching has added new dimensions to 
the ways of viewing learners' errors (Chastain, 1980). 
Depending on the teacher's experience and educational 
training some errors are ignored, some are not tolerated.
and others are not accepted (Hendrickson, 1980; Santos, 
1988; Vann, Meyer, & Lorenz, 1984). These studies on the 
treatment of error have shown that error treatment is 
personal and subjective and can change from situation to 
situation, and from language to language.
It is also suggested that some errors have higher 
priorities for correction because of their seriousness 
(Hendrickson, 1980), comprehensibility, and acceptability 
(Santos, 1988). These studies tend to determine which 
errors prevent understanding or are unacceptable to the 
listener or reader by measuring native speakers' reactions. 
Burt (1975) distinguishes between global and local errors 
that learners make. Global errors hinder communication; 
they prevent the receiver from comprehending some aspect of 
the message. On the other hand, local errors do not prevent 
a message from being understood since they usually affect 
only one single element of the sentence; in other words, the 
context provides keys to the meaning. Burt states that the 
global/local distinction is the most effective criterion for 
determining the communicative importance of errors.
According to Burt and Kiparsky (1974b), global and 
local errors do form a hierarchy. Error hierarchy is 
established by ordering errors according to how serious they 
are considered to be. These researchers claimed that the 
most serious errors are the ones interfering with
comprehension. In order to understand what is meant by 
hierarchy, any sentence or paragraph with errors can be 
examined. One error is corrected at a time keeping the rest 
uncorrected. This procedure shows which errors make the 
most difference to the comprehensibility of the whole 
sentence. Error gravity and error hierarchy have been 
extensively researched (Birdsong & Kassen, 1988; Davies, 
1983; Hughes & Lascaratou, 1982; McCretton & Rider, 1993; 
Sheorey, 1986) . In all these studies the distinction 
between native-speaker teachers and non-native-speaker 
teachers was investigated. It was found that the two groups 
showed differences in the assessment of the gravity of 
errors. The native-speaker teachers were more tolerant 
toward students' errors than the non-native-speaker 
teachers, and native-speaker teachers marked for 
intelligibility while non-native speaker teachers marked for 
structural accuracy. This finding also indicated that non­
native-speaker teachers have a tendency to deal more with 
the formal correction than native-speaker teachers. As a 
result, error hierarchy is determined differently by the 
language background of the teachers (McCretton & Rider,
1993) .
Generally speaking, native speakers of a language 
establish error hierarchy according to global communicative 
criteria and non-native speakers establish error hierarchy
on the basis of local formal criteria (Hughes & Lascaratou, 
1982). Lado (1986) bases this difference on two factors: 
culture and different education systems in which the 
evaluators were trained. This view is supported by Birdsong 
and Kassen (1988) when they point out the effect of learning 
experiences of teachers on their treatment of errors. These 
researchers also state that teachers' attitudes toward 
errors are passed on to their students. That is, students' 
reactions to errors begin to resemble those of their 
teachers', and as a result, most teachers teach and correct 
in the same way as they were taught and corrected.
Foreign language education in Turkey was examined by 
Bear (1985). He studied the factors which impacted most on 
foreign language teaching in Turkey, and tried to explain 
why Turkey still lags behind in foreign language 
methodology. He noted that historical, cultural, and social 
factors seemed to explain this lag. Of these, the 
historical factor, that is, the traditional education 
system, had the greatest impact on the Turkish educational 
system used today. This system which places emphasis on 
memorization and mechanization may affect Turkish teachers' 
error treatment and hierarchy: Turkish teachers of English 
may focus more on local errors than on global errors. Since 
error treatment and error hierarchy are related to one's 
culture and the educational system in which one was trained.
an investigation of Turkish teachers' criteria for 
establishing error hierarchy is warranted. Besides, a 
thorough review of the literature revealed no study done on 
the error hierarchy established by Turkish teachers who 
teach English as a foreign language (EFL). The lack of 
research on this subject inspired the present study. This 
study will focus on the problem that Turkish EFL teachers 
facein judging errors in students' written work: How 
serious is such an error? The findings gathered from this 
study can be used in marking students' compositions in order 
to ensure objectivity among Turkish EFL teachers.
Purpose of the Study
Turkish EFL teachers' judgements of and subjective 
reactions to errors in the written compositions of Turkish 
EFL students will be investigated. The aim of the study is 
to find out which errors are judged to be the most and least 
serious by Turkish EFL teachers in order to determine their 
hierarchy of errors.
The study will discuss some criteria teachers use for 
their selection of errors. Global/local distinction not 
only offers suggestions about selective error correction but 
also about curriculum sequencing as teachers need guidelines 
for determining the seriousness or gravity of students' 
errors. Without any explicit guidelines, individual 
teachers of EFL tend to evaluate errors differently
(Sheorey, 1986). Therefore, it is hoped that the results of 
this study will not only help teachers to reach a consensus 
on the seriousness of various kinds of errors, but also 
provide useful information to consider when designing and/or 
revising an EFL writing curriculum.
Age will be used as a variable because in their studies 
on the seriousness of errors, Vann et al. (1984) found that 
the reaction to certain errors changed according to the age 
of the judges. The most tolerant was the 55 and over group, 
the next most tolerant group was 34 and under, and the 
group with the least tolerance for errors was the 45-54 
year-old group.
Research Questions
The study focuses on the following questions:
1) Is there a hierarchy of errors among Turkish EFL 
teachers?
2) If so, what is the hierarchy?
3) Does this hierarchy change according to the age of the 
teachers?
CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction
Although the literature on second and foreign language 
learning makes suggestions for correcting oral and written 
errors as well as informs teachers of a hierarchy of errors, 
which is a way of putting errors in order of significance 
(Burt & Kiparsky, 1974b), a great deal more research needs 
to be conducted to determine the degree to which errors 
actually impede communication, which errors carry more 
social stigma than others, and which ones students produce 
often. Teachers are still faced with the problem of which 
errors to correct and how important those errors are. 
Teachers are also concerned about the lack of uniformity in 
correcting and evaluating papers, as well as disparities in 
grades given to similar written assignments (Klassen, 1991).
Evaluation of compositions has only recently begun to 
be discussed in studies of error gravity (Davies, 1983; 
Hughes & Lascaratou, 1982; Sheorey, 1986). Error gravity 
can be utilized to ensure a relevant and consistent 
evaluation by examining an error's place in the hierarchy. 
Studies on error gravity have shown that non-native teachers 
have a tendency to mark more severely than native teachers. 
They have also tried to find out what kind of hierarchy of 
errors has been established by teachers from different 
cultures and what has influenced them in forming those
hierarchies. To achieve this, they have focused on how 
teachers react to students' errors; if they evaluate errors 
implicitly reflecting their perceptions of relative error 
gravity; and, if so, whether they share the same implicit 
scale. Answers to these questions have led to developing a 
hierarchy of errors.
Despite the fact that teachers refer to some criteria 
of degrees of significance of errors when they mark, they do 
not explicitly establish these criteria (James, 1977). On 
the other hand, McCretton and Rider (1993) state that 
"teachers criteria have been formed by the educational 
training which they have undergone." (p. 186). If this 
hierarchy is established by the educational background that 
teachers have had, it might be useful to investigate some 
criteria Turkish EFL teachers may use for determining the 
hierarchy of errors. Because there is no explicit 
guideline, it might be beneficial to find out what kind of 
error hierarchy is established by Turkish teachers so as to 
reach a consensus in evaluating students' written work.
This chapter consists of four major parts. In the 
first part, the behavioristic and cognitive approaches to 
language teaching and their attitudes toward error as well 
as their treatment of error are discussed. In the second 
part, studies on error analysis are reviewed, concentrating 
on the classification and identification of errors. In the
third part, treatment of error is examined, dealing with 
whether learner errors should be corrected, how to correct 
errors, and which errors to correct. In the last part, 
relevant studies done in the area of error gravity and error 
hierarchy are cited and described in detail.
Two Language Teaching Approaches and Their Attitudes
Toward Error
The Behavioristic Approach and The Treatment of Error
The behavioristic approach to foreign language teaching 
focused on habit formation, and learners were supposed to 
memorize dialogs, practice patterns, and study all sorts of 
grammatical points (Hendrickson, 1980; Larsen-Freeman,
1992) . This teaching method supported the premise that 
'•practice makes perfect" and aimed at enabling learners to 
use a foreign language to communicate with native speakers 
fluently and accurately. However, it rarely ended in having 
learners achieve this goal since learners trained in the 
behavioristic approach could never transfer audiolingual 
training to communicative use as they forgot the dialog 
lines and how to respond to stimulus addressed to them 
(Hendrickson, 1980).
As the main goal in this approach was habit formation, 
the treatment of error was very strict. The behavioristic 
approach avoided errors whenever they occurred on the 
assumption that if they were repeated they would become
habitual and fossilized; therefore, errors were seen as 
"bad" habits that had been formed (Klassen, 1991).
It was assumed that interference of the native language 
caused the occurrence of errors while learning the target 
language. In keeping with this trend, the contrastive 
analysis hypothesis gained importance in the field of 
language learning. Contrastive analysis advocates (Celce 
Murcia & Hawkins, 1985; Hahn, 1987; Larsen-Freeman, 1992) 
claimed that a systematic comparison of the native language 
and the target language at all levels of structure would 
generate predictions about the areas of learning difficulty 
in the target language for speakers of the native language. 
Lado (cited in Richards, 1974) states that those elements 
that are similar to the learner's native language will be 
simpler for him and those that are different will be 
difficult and will be likely to produce errors. Thus, 
contrastive analysis attempted to predict and forestall 
learning errors by examining similarities and differences 
between the first language and second language.
The Cognitive Approach and the Treatment of Error
Since the late 1960s there has been a tendency to move 
away from behaviorism and toward making language learning 
more humanistic and less mechanistic. As Henrickson (1980) 
argues, foreign language teachers have begun to deal with 
examining the learning styles of their students and focused
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on the use of language for communication. As a result, the 
objectives of foreign language learning, materials used for 
instruction, and pedagogical strategies have changed.
Chomsky (cited in Larsen-Freeman, 1992) proposed that 
language acquisition was not the product of habit formation 
as the behavioristic approach supported, but rather a 
product of rule formation. Chomsky's theory of language 
acquisition suggested that all humans possess an innate 
capacity to induce the rules of the target language from the 
input they were supplied with. After some exposure to the 
target language, learners become more aware of the 
limitations of the rules and form hypotheses about the 
target language. By utilizing these rules, they can produce 
and comprehend utterances which they never heard or read 
before, so this approach lets learners produce an infinite 
number of utterances based on the rules they have formed.
The cognitive theory was supported by researchers 
dealing with first language acquisition in terms of 
recording the errors made by children. Children everywhere 
produce a number of errors while learning their mother 
tongue. Those errors are expected and accepted by parents 
as a natural phenomenon as it is a necessary part of the 
development in a child's first language acquisition 
(Hendrickson, 1980). Because it is thought that acquisition 
of a second language is the same as the acquisition of a
11
first language (Hahn, 1987; Larsen-Freeman, 1992), many 
language educators claim that foreign language teachers 
should expect many errors from their students. When 
teachers tolerate or ignore some errors students produce, 
students often feel more confident and are more willing to 
give their messages in the target language than when 
teachers are severe about the occurrence of those errors, 
and when they correct all errors when they are produced 
(Hendrickson, 1984) .
As the cognitive approach involves active participation 
of the learner rather than the teacher, and so errors are 
considered to be a natural process in the learner's 
acquisition of the target language; thus, the teachers are 
reminded that it is possible to make mistakes when learning 
any new skill, but that when people are provided with 
important, corrective feedback, they learn from their 
mistakes (Henrickson, 1980).
To summarize, the more mechanical drills of the 
audiolingual method, which gave no tolerance toward errors, 
have given way to a cognitive approach involving more 
communicative activities, an approach in which errors are 
seen as a necessary and beneficial strategy of learning 
(Klassen, 1991). Learning a new language requires a trial- 
and-error approach and errors are evidence that the learner 
is testing hypotheses of underlying rules (Hahn, 1987).
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Thus, errors, as part of the learning process, have become 
the subject of research which has examined the source of 
errors, the categorization and classification of error, and 
the identification and treatment of errors.
An Overview of Error Analysis 
The merits of contrastive analysis and error analysis 
have been discussed for some time. Of these two, error 
analysis has been more favored than the other. As mentioned 
above, contrastive analysis aimed at finding out the areas 
of learning difficulty in the target language for speakers 
of the native language by means of a systematic comparison 
of the native language and the target language. Those 
predictions would supply the best teaching materials which 
would clarify those features of the target language that are 
different from the native language.
Advocates of error analysis have, on the other hand, 
claimed that contrastive analysis provide only theoretical 
speculation rather than empirical data. For that reason, it 
would be better to use the underlying tenets of error 
analysis to develop a syllabus for second language learning. 
Therefore, error analysis proponents have studied students' 
recurring mistakes, classified them into categories, and 
used them as the basis for preparing lessons. Materials 
were designed to help students overcome such errors.
Richards (1971), a proponent of error analysis.
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suggested a three-way classification of errors: a) 
interlingual errors, b) intralingual errors, and c) 
developmental errors.
Richard's interlingual errors are those caused by 
interference of the learners' mother tongue. A number of 
errors are committed by second language learners, regardless 
of their first language. These errors are called 
intralingual. They originate from the complex structure of 
the target language. This results both in
overgeneralization, in which case learners fail to observe 
the boundaries of a rule, and simplification, that is, 
incomplete application of rules. In Richard's developmental 
errors, the strategies by which the learner acquires the 
language are reflected. These are errors showing that the 
learner is forming false hypotheses about the target 
language. The source of these errors is the degree of 
similarity between first and second language developmental 
sequences of errors produced by children who are acquiring 
the target language as their native language.
Corder (1967) points out that learning the first and 
the second language involves the same basic processes, and 
those areas which are difficult are explainable in terms of 
motivation. In his paper, he makes a distinction between a 
mistake and an error. A mistake is a random error caused by 
fatigue and excitement that even native speakers may make
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and can be self-corrected immediately, whereas an error is a 
systematic variation made by learners who have not yet 
mastered the rules of the target language. Thus, errors 
reflect a learner's transitional competence. In this case a 
learner cannot self-correct an error.
In the same article, Corder (1967) concluded that 
errors can be important in three ways: (a) They tell the 
teacher about learners progression, and what he/she still 
must learn, (b) they provide the researcher with the 
necessary information about how language is learned and 
acquired, (c) they are a device learners make use of to test 
their hypotheses about the language they are learning. (To 
learners, this is the most important aspect.)
Since the mid 70s, both contrastive analysis and error 
analysis have not succeeded in explaining all the problems 
language learners have; therefore, the emphasis on 
contrastive-based and error-based analyses has shifted to 
interlanguage analysis (Larsen-Freeman, 1992).
Interlanguage analysis deals with describing the system that 
the second language learner utilizes in attempting to 
communicate in the target language. It is thought to be a 
continuum between the first and second language, in which 
case, contrastive analysis survives in interlanguage 
studies.
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Selinker (1974) describes the term, fossilization. 
According to Selinker, fossilization is a mechanism in which 
the learners keep non-target like forms or rules in their 
interlanguage performance. In other words, when learner's 
interlanguage gets stuck with fixed linguistic items, rules 
and systems, and when he/she stops developing his/her 
interlanguage, the consistent use of erroneous structures is 
observed. It is after this that the fossilization of the 
interlanguage begins.
Some Problems of Identification and Definition of Error 
Error analysis necessitates clarifying (a) criteria to 
be established to determine how many error types can be 
formed (error identification), and (b) what is meant by 
error (error definition).
Error Identification
In fact, there are many problems in defining an error 
and although native speakers are considered to be the best 
judges to decide on this issue, there is sometimes no 
consensus among them either, in terms of error 
identification. For example, Hughes & Lascaratou (1993) 
presented what they considered to be 32 erroneous and 4 
correct sentences to 10 Greek teachers of English, 10 
native-speaking teachers of English, and 10 native-speaking 
non-teachers. They found that one of the correct sentences 
"Neither of us feels quite happy" was considered erroneous
16
by 2 Greek teachers, 3 native-speaking teachers, and 5 non­
teacher native speakers. Another of the correct sentences, 
•'The boy went off in a faint" was judged erroneous by 2 
Greek teachers (who considered the error to be very 
serious), 9 native-speaking teachers and 9 native-speaking 
non-teachers!
Error Definition
Error, according to Klassen (1991), is "a form or 
structure that a native speaker deems unacceptable because 
of its inappropriate use" (p. 10). In light of what Hughes 
and Lascaratou (1982) found, it is clear that this 
definition is not always applicable for the reason that even 
native speakers have some problems about how to define and 
identify an error. Klassen*s definition can be extended by 
saying that error is a form or structure that under similar 
conditions of production would not be used by the native 
speakers because of its inappropriate use (Lennon, 1991).
Review on Treatment of Error 
Studies on teachers' error treatment (Davies, 1983; 
Henrickson, 1980; Hughes & Lascaratou, 1982; McCretton & 
Rider, 1993; Santos, 1988; Sheorey, 1986) have discovered 
considerable variation. The findings reached in all of 
these studies suggest that teachers do not treat all errors 
made by learners, and that there is sometimes inconsistency 
in their treatment.
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Although there is a wide range of corrective techniques 
for error treatment, teachers still have the problem of 
deciding on whether learner errors should be corrected, how 
they should correct errors, and which learner errors should 
be corrected. The latter part is the focus of this study. 
Should Learner Errors Be Corrected?
The first factor involving error treatment is whether 
an error should be corrected or not. As Hendrickson (1984) 
points out, this decision depends on the purpose of the 
lesson. For example, if it is a writing lesson, the teacher 
must be aware of the goals of that particular lesson. Does 
the student write to develop writing skills in the foreign 
language in order to be able to compose a term paper, or to 
write a master's thesis? Or does he want to send a thank- 
you note to a friend? It might be supposed that the reader 
getting a thank-you note would be more tolerant of errors 
than he would be of a master's thesis containing fewer 
errors.
Teachers' decisions to correct or ignore an error also 
depend on the learners' level of target language proficiency 
and on their place on the interlanguage continuum. As 
beginning and intermediate students have more limited 
linguistic background than do advanced learners, they face 
the difficulty of locating and finding solutions to their 
errors. Therefore, beginning and intermediate students need
18
to be corrected more than the advanced stMwents who are able 
to self-correct when their teacher indicates where the error 
is (Hendrickson, 1984).
Hughes and Lascasatou (1982) and Davies (1983), in 
their review of error gravity, observed that non-teaching 
native speakers are more tolerant of learner errors than 
native speaker language teachers. In addition to this, non­
native speaking teachers are more severe in their error 
evaluation and corrective reactions to learners' erroneous 
sentences than native speaking teachers.
Language learners usually expect and reguire error 
correction. Cathcart and Olsen (1976) discovered that 
learners show strong preferences for being corrected. The 
idea behind this is that learners have the opportunity to 
discover the functions and limitations of a particular form 
of the target language when they are corrected (Kennedy, 
cited in Henrickson 1980).
How Should Learner Errors Be Corrected?
Teachers often times face the difficulty of how to 
correct students' language errors when taking students' 
psychological state into account and their willingness to be 
corrected. Walz (1982) believes that interrupting the 
student too quickly to correct the error in communication is 
not a good strategy to deal with errors. Teachers should 
make corrections in a positive manner. Vigil and Oiler
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(1976) found that negative feedback causes learners' 
reluctance to take part in oral communication. What a 
teacher should do is to correct gently and with respect.
Correcting compositions is the same as correcting oral 
errors. Hendrickson (1980) feels that students lose 
confidence when they see too many corrections, thus, error 
correction must be accomplished in an atmosphere of support, 
where students do not feel stigmatized by or punished for 
marking errors. Error correction should be systematic and 
consistent. Students' written work is corrected so 
inconsistently that it is difficult for learners to 
differentiate major errors from minor ones (Allright, cited 
in Hendrickson, 1980).
One common technique teachers use to correct 
composition errors is to provide the correct forms or 
structures in learner's erroneous sentences. This technique 
can be utilized with margin notes which explain the reason 
that some errors are incorrect, such as errors in spelling 
and lack of subject-verb agreement. Because of the 
psychological effect on student language learning 
development of having a composition with many words 
corrected and crossed out, teachers must be well trained and 
be aware of the selective approach to error correction 
proposed by some researchers (Burt, 1975; Burt & Kiparsky, 
1974; Hendrickson, 1980; Richard, 1971).
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Which Errors Should Be Corrected?
The change in the concept of error caused a shift in 
the strategies that teachers use to correct learner errors. 
The advocates of the behavioristic approach were not 
tolerant of errors and supported the idea that all errors 
must be corrected whenever they occur, whereas in the 
cognitive view it is suggested that some errors should be 
tolerated or ignored. The tolerance toward student language 
errors is thought to be dependent on some criteria offered 
by some researchers (Burt, 1975; Burt & Kiparsky, 1974b; 
Hendrickson, 1980).
From students' points of view, correcting too many 
errors not only destroys motivation but encourages the 
production of simplistic sentences rather than complex but 
inaccurate ones. Therefore, teachers must be selective so 
as to remain consistent in correction.
A widely used taxonomy for learner errors is that 
developed by Burt and Kiparsky (1974a). They use the term 
global and local errors which they define as follows:
Global mistakes are those that violate rules involving 
the overall structure of a sentence, the relations 
among constituent clauses, or, in a simple sentence, 
the relations among major constituents. Local mistakes 
cause trouble in a particular constituent, or in a 
clause of a complex sentence. These are relative
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notions; something that is global in one sentence may 
become local when that sentence is embedded in a bigger 
sentence. (p. 73)
This concept can be clarified by giving the example 
they use in their article. In order to determine the 
relative importance of error types, ungrammatical sentences 
containing two or more errors are selected. To make 
judgments about the comprehensibility of a sentence, errors 
are corrected one at a time or several at a time. The 
example Burt and Kiparsky (1974b) give, "English language 
use much people" (p. 5), contains three errors: the article 
the is missing in front of English language, much is used 
instead of many. the subject and verb are inverted. Native- 
English-speaking judges were asked to tell which of the 
following partially corrected versions of the original 
sentence was easiest to understand.
1) The English language use much people (the inserted)
2) English language use many people (much corrected)
3) Much people use English language (word order corrected) 
The third version of this sentence was more comprehensible 
than the first and second versions. It can be said that word 
order outweighs correct noun phrase formation. The word 
order is more important than either the much/manv 
distinction in the noun phrase many people or the presence 
of an article in the English language.
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Therefore, global errors are those that block 
communication; local errors are those that do not hinder 
communication, and do not cause misunderstanding. Global 
errors stress overall sentence organization and the 
relationship among clauses. In order to ensure the 
comprehensibility of a sentence, the following should be 
looked for: (a) using the correct connector, (b) 
maintaining the distinction between coordinate and relative 
clauses, (c) keeping a parallel structure in reduced 
coordinate clauses, and (d) tense continuity (Burt & 
Kiparsky, 1974a). Burt and Kiparsky claim that the more 
serious barriers to communication are caused by global 
errors which are higher on the hierarchy than local ones.
The correction of one global error clarifies the intended 
meaning more than the correction of local errors in the same 
sentence (Burt, 1975).
In keeping with this trend, Henrickson (1980) suggests 
these criteria for errors to be corrected: (a) errors that
hinder communication significantly, (b) errors that are not 
tolerable to the listener or reader, (c) errors that often 
take place in students' speech and writing. In another 
article, Hendrickson (1984) also proposes four 
considerations that could be applied to all error 
correction: (a) student goals, (b) student proficiency, (c)
teacher awareness for error types (comprehensibility and the
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extent to which errors irritate the native listener or 
reader), and (d) student attitudes.
Studies on Error Hierarchy
Studies done on which errors should be corrected have 
encouraged many researchers to deal with the issue of the 
existence of error hierarchy, and how it is established. 
According to Burt and Kiparsky (1974b), error hierarchy "is 
a way of ordering goofs according to their seriousness.
The worst mistakes are those that interfere most with 
comprehension and communication, while unimportant mistakes 
do not greatly interfere with communication" (p. 5). The 
global/local distinction not only provides information about 
which errors to correct but also gives some idea about the 
selectivity in correction according to the seriousness of 
that particular error in the hierarchy.
If error analysis is to be conducted properly, it is 
essential that both sorts of error be taken into 
consideration. Without specific guidelines, different 
judges may react differently to the two sorts; therefore, 
establishing the hierarchy can be of great help. Both 
Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) and Davies (1983) found that, 
in general, native speakers, particularly non-teachers, 
judged error gravity according to global communicative 
criteria, whereas non-native speaker teachers based error 
gravity on local formal criteria.
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Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) contrasted the viewpoints 
of three different groups of subjects (native speaker 
teachers of English, Greek teachers of English, and native 
speakers of English who were non-teachers) as mentioned 
above. They were given 36 sentences, 32 of which each 
contained a different error in each, which were made by 
Greek-speaking students of English. Four correct sentences 
were used as controls. The subjects were asked to rank the 
error in each sentence by assigning a number from 0 to 5. 
Five meant the error was considered to be very serious. The 
three groups showed differences in their assessment of the 
gravity of errors. The Greek teachers of English had a 
tendency to mark for accuracy, whereas the two native 
speaking judges marked for intelligibility, that is, they 
paid attention to global errors more than the local ones.
The result Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) showed was that 
native speakers (teachers and non-teachers) assigned a 
similar number of points for the seriousness of errors in 
those sentences, and that the points they gave were 
significantly fewer than those given by Greek teachers of 
English. It is argued by the researchers that this is due 
to native speakers' superior knowledge that the two native­
speaking groups in the study had in common, and which 
distinguished them from the Greek teachers of English. The 
main criterion for the Greek teachers of English in judging
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the seriousness of an error was the basic level of the rule 
violated. The native-speaking teachers, who were found 
somewhere between the other two groups made use of both the 
basic level and intelligibility, with some preference for 
the latter.
Another finding suggested in this study was that 
assessment of students' language production is related to 
teaching objectives. If a primary objective is the 
development of students' communicative competence, the 
assessment must be carried out with reference to its value 
in communication, that is, intelligibility. It is also 
recognized that for some purposes perfect accuracy may be 
necessary. What is clear, however, is that for successful 
communication, accuracy is more important in some linguistic 
elements than in others and that grading should reflect 
this.
Davies (1983) followed the same procedure as Hughes & 
Lascaratou (1982) using Moroccan teachers of English and 
native speakers of English none of whom had any experience 
in teaching English or any other languages and had no 
business contact with non-native speakers of English. The 
latter group represented the linguistically naive native 
speakers with whom students are likely to communicate. It 
was found that native speakers judged error gravity 
according to global communicative criteria, while non-native
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speaking teachers used local formal accuracy criteria for 
determining error hierarchy. Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) 
had found that the native speakers cited intelligibility 
more frequently as a criterion for their evaluations than 
did the non-native speakers; additionally, Davies saw that 
although her non-teacher native speakers tended generally to 
be more tolerant of local errors than Moroccan teachers, for 
local error involving transfer from learners' first 
language, Arabic, and their second language, French, the 
situation was reversed, the native speakers being less 
tolerant, probably because they did not understand the 
learners' intended meaning, and those errors might have 
seemed strange to them.
This is an important finding in the literature.
Teachers sharing the first language of their students are 
likely to find their students' sentences more intelligible 
than a non-teacher who does not. As the Moroccan teachers 
are familiar with learners' English, along with their 
knowledge of their native language, they can understand an 
utterance that might be quite unintelligible to someone 
unfamiliar with the learner's native language. Davies 
(1983) states that in addition to the teachers' familarity 
with the learners' first and second languages, other factors 
can also influence teachers' assessment. Among these, the 
teachers' own competence in the target language, teaching
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priorities, and the syllabus they follow can be accounted 
for. It is also added by Davies that teachers' assessment 
of their students' errors measures students' success in a 
particular course, rather than an exact analysis of their 
grammatical accuracy and intelligibility.
In addition to the global/local distinction for forming 
the error hierarchy, the irritation factor can also affect 
error hierarchy. Irritation has been regarded by Santos 
(1988) as "a function of the expectations and 
characteristics of interlocutors, who may become irritated 
by errors even when the message is comprehensible to them." 
(p. 70)
A study contributing to this field of research by 
Sheorey (1986) aimed at finding out how native and non­
native ESL teachers grade some errors observed in the 
written English of ESL learners. Subjects were Indian and 
American ESL teachers. His findings related to differences 
in judges' tolerance toward certain errors, were in line 
with those of Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) and Davies 
(1983). It differed from other studies in that the results 
showed that native and non-native perceptions of error 
gravity are not the same. The study proved once again that 
both groups do not consider all errors to be equally 
serious, but as an additional important finding is that the 
study indicates which errors are most irritating to native
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ESL teachers, a finding which non-native ESL teachers can 
use as a guide for error evaluation and for a marking 
system. Sheorey assumes that as non-native teachers aim at 
acquiring a native-like sensitivity to errors, they should 
try to adjust their error evaluation practices accordingly, 
and suggests non-native ESL teachers to be more tolerant in 
evaluating errors.
The latest study on error hierarchy was conducted by 
McCretton and Rider (1993) using Malaysian and native 
speakers of English. The subjects were asked to rank the 
error in each sentence categorized in seven broad areas. 
Following the same procedure as the previous researchers, a 
close correlation in the rank order was established by both 
the native and non-native speakers. As for judgment of 
error gravity, it was found that Malaysian teachers marked 
more severely than the native English speakers. The reason 
was again explained by native speakers' better knowledge of 
the target language. It was also assumed that non-native 
teachers might have thought that their knowledge was being 
tested and marked more severely.
McCretton and Rider (1993) noted the greatest 
correspondence between the two judges' hierarchies in their 
study and the least in that of Hughes and Lascaratou (1982). 
It is suggested that all the hierarchies cited so far in the 
present study reflect educational priorities transmitted to
teachers in training. That is, educational training 
teachers have undergone is the main factor while evaluating 
the seriousness of errors (Lado, 1986).
Referring to a hierarchy helps teachers to be selective 
in their error correction and provides evaluators with an 
explicit guideline for determining the importance or gravity 
of writing errors. It also enables language teachers to 
reach a consensus in grading the word usage and syntactic 
structures in students' compositions. The overall goal of 
this study is to find out what kind of hierarchy of errors 
there is among Turkish EFL teachers. The results of this 
study will be utilized in order to prepare an error 
hierarchy and this hierarchy will indicate what Turkish EFL 
teachers consider significant errors.
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CHAPTER THREE METHODOLOGY 
Introduction
The present study is based on McCretton and Rider's 
(1993) investigation. McCretton and Rider examined what 
influenced native and non-native (Malaysian) teachers of 
English in their marking of errors: whether they perceived 
some errors to be more serious than others; if there was a 
hierarchy of errors; and if such a hierarchy was common to 
both native and non-native teachers of English.
The present study attempts to discover the kind of 
error hierarchy that is established by Turkish EEL teachers. 
In addition, the extent to which age is a factor in 
teachers' judgment of error hierarchy is also examined. In 
McCretton and Rider's (1993) study, age of the teachers was 
not used as a variable. Since research in this area has 
shown that errors are treated differently depending on 
teachers' ages (Vann et al., 1984), it was thought that the 
age factor would shed more light on the variables that 
relate to error hierarchy. Therefore, the ages of the 
subjects is considered as a variable.
This study differs from McCretton and Rider's (1993) in 
another respect. Theirs was carried out using two groups of 
subjects (native and non-native teachers of English), but 
the present study was carried out using only Turkish 
teachers, who were mostly trained by traditional approaches
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to language teaching. While a questionnaire similar to that 
of McCretton and Rider was used in the present study, items 
were categorized according to errors made frequently by 
Turkish intermediate level students. McCretton and Rider's 
questionnaire also included sentences which had no errors 
and which acted as controls. The present study did not 
include these.
Subjects
The subjects of this study were 20 Turkish EFL teachers 
at Dokuz Eylül University in Turkey. They were selected 
according to their availability at the time of data 
collection and their willingness to participate in the 
study. As the ages of the teachers were considered as a 
variable, subjects were divided into two groups: (a) those
who were between 20-35 and (b) those who were between 36 and 
more. Some of the teachers in Turkey are trying to adapt to 
new teaching approaches while some others are tied to the 
traditional language teaching methods by which they were 
taught. It was assumed that teachers between 20-35 in age 
would be more open to change and use the current approaches 
to language teaching more than the ones who are 36 and over; 
therefore, the judgments of teachers in the 20-35 age group 
might be different from those of the teachers in the 36 and 
over group. Those in the 20-35 age group might reflect the 
changing trends in English education in Turkey in their
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evaluations of errors. Therefore, the hierarchies 
established by the two groups might show differences.
Gender and teaching experience of the subjects were not 
taken into consideration in the study.
Materials
In the present study, a questionnaire eliciting 
information about teachers' reactions to some errors and 
their opinions of the seriousness of those errors was 
administered. The questionnaire was an adapted from the one 
used in McCretton and Rider's study. It consisted of two 
sections. The first section of the questionnaire covered 
the questions about background information such as age and 
teaching experience. The second part asked subjects to rank 
errors in 21 sentences on a 5-point ranking scale on which 
they showed how serious they felt each error was by circling 
1 to indicate that the error was a minor one, whereas 5 
indicated that the error was considered to be very serious.
The sentences used in the questionnaire were taken from 
EFL intermediate-level students' compositions. The 
sentences from these compositions were evaluated and the 
most frequent errors were put into categories according to 
global/local criteria developed by Burt and Kiparsky 
(1974b). Global errors are those which impede communication 
and cause a proficient speaker of a foreign language to 
misinterpret a written message. For example:
33
Surrogate subject "there” and ”it" missing:
* Was a party last night there is missing.
* Is five a clock it is missing.
Remembering to put there and it as subjects is 
troublesome for many students.
Misplacing the conjunction;
* As the harvest was good, it rained a lot last year. 
Misplacing the conjunction ^  is a global error, as it 
affects both clauses. As, like all conjunctions, relates the 
two clauses— it tells which clause came first.
Passive order but active form OR active order but 
passive form:
* I was enjoyed the party very much.
* English use many languages.
The trouble is that the subject and object have been 
switched around. The word order is appropriate to the 
passive, but the verb is in the active form. .These errors 
are much less mechanical and more destructive for the 
communication of the message, so they are global.
Confusion in unlimited and limited verb selection;
This kind of error is also considered global as shown in the 
example :
* He got rich until he married.
The learner has used the limited got in the main clause. 
Instead, was might be substituted, since it is unlimited.
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Limited and unlimited distinction is used in defining the 
temporal conductance, as certain conductance demands an 
unlimited verb, and others demand a limited verb in one or 
another of their clauses.
On the other hand, a local error is a linguistic error 
which causes little or no difficulty in understanding the 
intended meaning. For example:
Most auxiliary errors are local errors, unless word 
order is affected;
Overuse of "do" in questions and negatives, for example:
* Do I must take an entrance exam?
Misformation of the next verbal word, for example;
* I can going if you can.
* I can to go.
Mismatching auxiliaries in tag questions, for example:
* She has been smoking less, isn't it?
Errors in case marking are local errors;
* Please send my as soon as possible the book I want.
Spelling errors are also local;
* I have been impresed with the ideas of Plato.
Wrong use of prepositions with -ed forms are typical 
errors:
* We are all bored about his teaching.
It is known that using different prepositions can cause a 
change in meaning, but when students use them incorrectly.
comprehension is usually not interfered with (Burt and 
Kiparsky 1974b) . Therefore, these kinds of errors are 
local.
Concord errors are put in the category of local errors: 
Concord errors which include disagreement between subject 
and verb form, between subject and object, and between 
singular and plural forms of nouns are considered local 
errors. For example,
* Only one child's legs was broken.
* None of the book was worth reading.
* When he didn't come, we went looking for her.
Most global errors included in compositions written by 
intermediate students of English are caused by inadequate 
lexical knowledge (word choice), word order, verb form, it- 
deletion; and most local errors are caused by misspelling, 
misuse of prepositions, negation, auxiliary, article and 
concord (Vann et al., 1984).
Thus, errors were categorized into seven broad areas as 
verb form, concord, prepositions, word order, negation, 
spelling, and lexis (word choice). Of these categories verb 
form, word order, and lexis presented global errors, whereas 
spelling, negation, concord, and prepositions represented 
local errors.
After categorization, some corrections were made so 
that each sentence contained only one error. There were 21
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sentences representing seven types of errors, and each error 
was represented by three sentences. The sentences were 
mixed so that the teachers did not encounter two consecutive 
examples of the same error category. This also allowed the 
researcher to see the consistency of teachers· evaluations.
Procedure
The teachers were asked to rank the errors from 1-5 
which indicated degrees of error gravity. The errors 
presented in sentences were taken from compositions produced 
by intermediate EFL students. For example, teachers were 
asked to look at the following sentence:
Why don't you go and have a car?
If the teacher considered the underlined error to be a minor 
error, she or he might put a circle around number 1, and if 
it is considered to be a very serious error, she or he might 
put a circle around number 5.
Analytical Procedure
Before investigating the teachers' opinions on the 
gravity of errors, the consistency of the respondents' 
opinions was examined. The study done by Vann et al. (1984) 
suggested that there was a connection between the 
consistency and severity of judgment. Therefore, the 
consistency with which each respondent reacted to the three 
sentences containing the same error was evaluated. A 
response was considered consistent when a respondent's
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ratings of the second and third items were different from 
the first item by no more than one point in either 
direction. For example, a respondent was considered 
consistent when the first item was scored 3 and the second 
item was considered either 2 or 4.
The second part of the analysis was done to see the 
hierarchy of errors established by Turkish teachers. First, 
the scores given for each sentence by all subjects were 
added and divided by 20. Second, the means of three 
sentences belonging to the same category of error were added 
and divided by 3 to get the grand mean. The same procedure 
was used for all seven categories of error. The gathered 
result showed the place of each error category in the 
hierarchy.
The third part of the analysis was done by using 
Spearman rho rank correlation. It was used to compare the 
rankings of teachers of different age groups.
The fourth part of the analysis aimed to find which of 
the groups was more severe in marking the seriousness of 
errors. Means of the teachers who were between 20-35 age 
range were compared with those of the teachers who were 36 
and over by calculating a t-test of independent samples.
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CHAPTER FOUR ANALYSIS OF DATA 
Introduction
The present study investigated the hierarchy of error 
established by Turkish EFL teachers in evaluating students' 
written work. This chapter is divided into four parts. The 
first part presents the consistency with which each 
respondent reacted to sentences in each category which 
contain the same kind of error. In the second part, 
evaluation of errors by Turkish teachers is explained and 
the hierarchy formed by them is given. Rank order of 
categories of error by the teachers who were between 20-35 
and 36-and-over age range is compared and explained in the 
third part. In the fourth part, analysis concerning the 
tolerance of the two groups toward errors is shown and 
compared.
Data Analysis
As mentioned in the previous chapter, errors used in 
this study were categorized in seven broad areas according 
to global and local criteria developed by Burt and Kiparsky 
(1974a), and each of those errors were presented in three 
sentences. Those sentences had been jumbled so that two or 
three examples of one error type did not follow one another 
in the guestionnaire (see Appendix B).
The table below shows the categories of error and the 
sentence numbers belonging to each category in order to
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display which sentences in the questionnaire were in which 
category of error.
Table 1
Categories of Error and Sentence Numbers
Error Category Sentence numbers
Word choice 1 10 14
Preposition 2 8 18
Verb form 3 6 11
Negation 4 13 15
Spelling 5 9 19
Concord 12 16 20
Word order 7 17 21
The Consistency of Respondents
The analysis concerning the issue of consistency of 
respondents was done to see whether the subjects were 
consistent while evaluating the seriousness of errors in the 
same category. It was done by examining each respondent's 
score for each category of error. In order to analyze it 
properly, a table was prepared consisting of 140 cells as 
there were 7 categories of error and 20 respondents. Those 
cells included three scores given for each individual 
erroneous sentence of the same category by 20 subjects. In 
order to find how consistent the respondents were, the
researcher used three criteria. First, the researcher 
examined responses in all cells in which all three sentences 
in one category were scored the same. This provided the 
number of responses containing fully consistent scores such 
as 1/1/1, 2/2/2, and 5/5/5. Out of 140 responses, 35 were 
completely consistent. Secondly, responses having two of 
the same and one different scoring such as 2/2/3, 4/4/3, 
1/1/3 were examined. Responses like these were 86 in 
number. Thirdly, a respondent was considered consistent 
when his ratings of the three sentences in one category were 
different by no more than one point in either direction from 
one another such as 1/2/3, 2/3/4, or 3/4/5, and 13 of the 
responses were in this criterion. Out of 140 responses, 
only 6 contained really inconsistent scoring such as 1/3/5, 
1/5/2. As the last step, the overall consistency of 
respondents was calculated by adding the number of the 
responses that showed consistency. This total was 134, and 
it was found that the subjects were 98% consistent in 
evaluating the seriousness of errors belonging to the same 
category.
The Hierarchy of Error Among Turkish EFL Teachers
The second part of the analysis was done to find out 
the hierarchy of error established by Turkish EFL teachers. 
The mean score of each category of error was calculated for 
this purpose. Table 2 shows the established hierarchy.
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Errors in this table were categorized in order of 
seriousness, from those relatively more serious to those 
less serious.
As Table 2 indicates, respondents tended to view word 
order errors as the most serious errors with a 3.63 mean 
score and spelling errors as the least serious with a 1.8 
mean score. As mentioned in the previous chapter, word 
order, word choice, and verb form are global errors, and 
concord, preposition, spelling, and negation are local 
errors. Therefore, Turkish EFL teachers considered errors 
in word order and verb form as the ones which prevented them 
from understanding the intended meaning. On the other hand, 
they ranked concord error, which is a local error, third 
with a mean value of 3. In fact, the mean difference 
between verb form error (M = 3.03) and concord error (M = 3) 
implies that their judgment of gravity of error for these 
types of error is approximately the same. The subjects 
thought negation error (a local error) with a 2.95 mean 
score was more serious than error in word choice (a global 
error) with a 2.52 mean value. Preposition errors were not 
considered to be serious errors by the subjects (M = 2.08).
42
43
Table 2
Error Hierarchy of Turkish EFL Teachers
Category of Error Rank Order of Means (N = 20)
Word order 3.63
Verb form 3.03
Concord 3.00
Negation 2.95
Word choice 2.52
Preposition 2.08
Spelling 1.80
Thus, it was concluded from these findings that the 
subjects did not consider all errors in the guestionnaire 
equally serious, but that their evaluations of the gravity 
of errors established a kind of hierarchy of errors.
The Hierarchy of Error According to Turkish EFL Teachers' 
Ages
As the literature on error gravity and error hierarchy 
(Vann et al., 1984) suggests, age is an important factor in 
evaluating the seriousness of errors. Therefore, the third 
part of the analysis investigated whether Turkish teachers' 
judgments of seriousness of errors were different when their 
ages were taken into consideration. In order to analyze 
this, subjects were divided into two groups: the ones who
were between 20-35 age range and those who were 36 and over. 
First, the mean scores of each category of error given by 
the two groups of teacher were calculated separately to be 
able to rank the categories of errors from the most serious 
to the least.
In order to obtain a coefficient telling how the 
rankings of scores on the two groups were related, Spearman 
rank-order correlation was done. The first step in computing 
the Spearman rank-order correlation was to rank-order the 
scores for each group and set up the table (Table 3).
After the rank order for 20-35 group was obtained, the 
rank order for the second group was placed next to it. 
Comparing the two, the differences in rank orders were 
computed and then each difference was squared and the 
squared differences were summed. Total of the squared 
differences was 4. After the calculations, 0.93 rank 
correlation was found. The relationship between teachers in 
20-35 age group and those who were 36 and over was 
significant at .01 level (p<.01). That means the rank order 
of categories of errors did not show differences accordind 
to the ages of the teachers.
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Rank Order of Categories of Errors
Table 3
Error Category 20-35 Age Group 36 and Over Age Group 
(n = 10) (n = 10)
Rank Order Rank Order
Word order
Verb form
Concord
Negation
Word choice
Preposition
Spelling
1
2
3
4
5
6 
7
1
3 
2
4
5 
7
6
Note. ^  = 5 r = .93 *p<.01
The closest correlation in mean scores between the two 
groups was found in the category of spelling errors. These 
were considered to be the least serious by teachers in 20-35 
age range with a mean score of 5.1, and the second group 
showed similar judgments with a mean score of 5.7. The 
greatest difference between mean scores was in the category 
of preposition errors with the 20-35 group scoring 7.4, and 
the 36 and over group scoring 5.4. (For mean scores, see 
Table 4)
The Severity of Turkish EFL Teachers in Their Judgments of 
Error Gravity
Another analysis was done to see how severely the two 
groups of teachers assessed the seriousness of errors. To 
be able to examine this, mean scores of each category of 
error were compared to have a general idea about the 
tolerance of the subjects. For each individual's 
guestionnaire, the three scores given for the sentences in 
each category were added and then entered as a combined 
total. This total for one category ranged from 3 to 15 as 
the lowest point a subject could give for each error was 1 
and the higest point he/she could give was 5. After this 
analysis was completed for all subjects (n = 10) in each 
group, these totals were added and divided by the number of 
subjects in each group separately to get the mean scores of 
each category. Table 4 indicates the mean scores of the two 
groups.
As indicated in Table 4, teachers who were between 20- 
35 age range were more severe in their judgments of 
seriousness of errors than the other group. For example, the 
first group was more severe in errors in word order (M =
11.5) than was the 36-and-over group (M = 10.3), but a great 
difference was seen in the category of preposition errors; 
the 20-35 group had a mean value 7.4 and the second group 
had a mean value 5.4. It was also observed that the first
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group gave more points in all categories except the category 
of spelling.
Table 4
Mean scores of the two groups
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Error Category 20-35 Age Range 
(n = 10)
36 and Over 
(n = 10)
Word order 11.5 10.3
Concord 9.8 8.2
Verb form 9.7 8.4
Negation 9.7 8.0
Word choice 8.1 7.0
Preposition 7.4 5.4
Spelling 5.1 5.7
To be able to see whether there was a statistically 
significant difference between the two groups· scoring, a t- 
test of independent samples was done. For the first step, 
the total score each respondent gave for all of the 21 
sentences in the questionnaire was calculated for each of 
the two groups separately in order to compare the total 
points given (Table 5).
The maximum number of points that a participant could 
score for the 21 sentences was 105 and the minimum 21. As a 
group, the 20-35 age range gave more points than the other
one. The first group got an average of 61.4 points out of a 
possible 105, as opposed to the 36 and over group, who 
assigned an average 53.0 points. Thus, there was a 
difference of slightly over 8 points between the average 
scores of the two groups; a difference which was 
statistically significant at p<.20 point.
Table 5
The Comparison of the Two Groups' Points
20-35 (n = 10) 36 and Over (n = 10)
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Mean of total points 61.4 53
Standard deviation 11.01 11.68
Highest no. of points 72 66
Lowest no. of points 41 33
Mean of means 2.90 2.52
Note. df = 18; t-ratio = 1.6532; t-critical = 1.330; p<.20
Conclusion
The results of the analyses offered specific answers to 
the research questions asking whether there was a hierarchy 
of error among Turkish EFL teachers, and whether this 
hierarchy changed according to the age of the evaluators. 
From the statistical analysis, it was found that Turkish 
teachers did not consider errors equally serious; rather, 
their judgments of gravity of errors did form a hierarchy of
errors. The subjects evaluated the seriousness of errors by 
using mostly the comprehensibility of the sentence as a 
criterion. The hierarchy of error established by Turkish 
EFL teachers who were between 20-35 showed a close 
correlation with the hierarchy established by teachers who 
were 36 and over. It was also observed that the 20-35 age 
group marked errors more severely than did the 36-and-over 
group.
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
Introduction
The present study investigated the judgments of error 
gravity and hierarchy of Turkish teachers. Seven categories 
of errors in 21 sentences were presented to 20 Turkish EFL 
teachers with the request that they indicate the seriousness 
of each error. It attempted to discover the criteria 
(global/local) that Turkish teachers prefer in deciding on 
the gravity of errors while evaluating the grammatical and 
structural errors in writing samples.
The questions asked in this study are whether Turkish 
teachers establish a hierarchy of error or not; what kind of 
hierarchy is established; and whether the age of the 
evaluators affects this hierarchy. The following section 
will give detailed answers to these questions.
Discussion of Findings
Before investigating the Turkish teachers' opinions on 
the gravity of errors, consistency of the respondents was 
examined. As there were 7 categories of error represented 
by 3 sentences, it was necessary to see whether the three 
sentences in one category were evaluated consistently in 
order to ensure that the result of the study was reliable.
It was observed that the respondents were 98% consistent in 
their evaluations.
According to the findings gathered from the
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questionnaire, which asked 20 Turkish EFL teachers to rank 
errors in 21 sentences in 7 areas, the following hierarchy 
was found:
1- Word order
2- Verb form
3- Concord
4- Negation
5- Word choice
6- Preposition
7- Spelling
Generally speaking, the Turkish teachers thought that 
word order errors were the most serious errors, and they 
were not tolerant of those errors, whereas they viewed 
spelling errors as the most tolerable and the least serious. 
As explained in the previous chapters, word order error, 
which affects overall sentence organization, is a global 
error and Turkish teachers used the comprehensibility of the 
sentence as a criterion (global criterion) while evaluating 
the seriousness of such an error. For example, the sentence 
I want you to see married which contained an error in word 
order was judged as the most serious error, and scored 80 
points out of 100 by the subjects and ranked 1st in the 
hierarchy. The subjects might have thought that the error 
in this sentence prevented them from understanding the 
intended meaning. Similarly, the other two sentences
containing the same kind of error were ranked the 4th most 
seriovas and the subjects gave 69 points for both sentences.
The teachers gave considerably high points for errors 
in verb form category and ranked the sentence They were 
disappointing with the film. 2nd in the hierarchy. Total 
points the subjects assigned for this error was 75. The 
importance the teachers gave for this error can be explained 
in terms of its place in the curriculum. Patterns related 
to verb form are taught intensively from the beginning until 
the end of an academic year and practised a lot. Thus, an 
error like the one in the above sentence, where -ing is used 
instead of -ed was ranked high by the teachers. They may 
think that committing such an error is a failure to learn an 
elementary and frequently practised pattern.
The Turkish teachers ranked category of concord errors 
the third in the hierarchy, but they did not think the 
errors in three sentences in this category were equally 
serious. For example, Mr. Johnson cut him while he was 
shaving. was ranked 3rd out of 21 sentences, and scored 72 
points. The reason for the subjects to rank it high may be 
that misuse of pronoun him instead of himself causes the 
meaning to be misinterpreted as the sentence has two 
meanings: one which means that Mr. Johnson was shaving and
cut himself and the other which means Mr. Johnson was 
shaving someone else and cut that person. Therefore, the
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person being cut is not clear. At first glance, such an 
error can be considered global as it looks like it 
interferes with comprehension; on the other hand, context 
would probably make clear whether this sentence should be 
regarded erroneous or not. The subjects possibly used the 
basic level of the rule violated as Hughes and Lascaratou's 
(1982) non-native subjects did. Because, generally 
speaking, the grammatical and structural accuracy is the 
main criterion for non-natives (Hughes & Lascaratou, 1982; 
Davies, 1983), it is not surprising that Turkish EFL 
teachers regarded such an error as serious. However, 
concord errors in the other two sentences (sentences 20 and 
12) were not considered as serious as the one just explained 
above. Of these two sentences. Each of the rooms in the 
hotel have its own bedroom was assigned 56 points and ranked 
9th, and the other one None of the costumer I met were 
English was assigned 52 points and ranked 11th. Within the 
same category, there were some differences in the number of 
points the subjects gave for the three sentences. It can be 
concluded that Turkish teachers do not tolerate errors which 
contain subject-object disagreement, but they recognize 
errors in which there is disagreement between noun and verb 
form and between singular and plural form of a noun.
As for negation errors, the subjects scored 59, 47, 43 
points for errors in sentences numbered 4, 13, and 15
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respectively. In all of these sentences there was double 
negation. Although those errors did not prevent the message 
from being understood, they were considered as serious. It 
may be due to the fact that Turkish teachers spend a lot of 
time teaching these patterns and their usages so that they 
expect their students to have perfect accuracy while 
speaking or writing. The judges might have become irritated 
by these errors when committed by students at intermediate 
level even if the message was comprehensible to them.
Lexical errors, that is, failure to choose appropriate 
words were judged the 5th most serious error category out of 
7. The sentences including a lexical error were scored 53, 
51, 47 points and ranked 11th, 13th, and 15th, respectively 
out of 21. As Sheorey (1988) points out, the reason for 
non-natives to rank lexical errors lower may be due to the 
fact that they did not grasp the lexical nuances of the 
language. Turkish teachers may not differentiate in usage 
between wear and put on; know and learn; and have and get.
As they do not grasp the difference between limited and 
unlimited words, they did not consider these errors serious, 
and thus, scored them lower. Therefore, the inappropriate 
choice of wear instead of put on was not seen as a serious 
error. Similar results were found in the studies of Hughes 
and Lascaratou (1982), Sheorey (1988), and McCretton and 
Rider (1993). Hughes and Lascaratou's non-native subjects
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ranked lexical errors the 5th out of eight categories of 
error. Sheorey's and McCretton and Rider's non-natives 
ranked lexis the last in the hierarchy.
An example of the errors caused by the interference 
from the Turkish language was seen in the sentence He died 
from heart attack, which included a preposition error. That 
kind of error is committed frequently by Turkish students 
learning English. As the teachers are familiar with such an 
error, they did not consider it to be major (scored 43 
points totally). The other two sentences were given 44 and 
41 points, and this category of error was placed 6th.
Spelling error was the one which was ranked the last 
according to its seriousness by the judges. Of three 
sentences including errors in spelling, the misspelled word 
practice instead of practise was regarded more serious than 
errors in planing and applved. This result also indicates 
that Turkish teachers prefer British English to American 
English because there is a difference in spelling between 
the noun and the verb form of practice in British English, 
whereas American English does not differenciate in spelling 
between the two forms of this word. This may also be due to 
the course books the teachers use. If they follow British 
books and teach their students British spelling, they may 
request from their students to be able to make this 
distinction. Therefore, the subjects might have thought
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that the reason for such an error could be students' 
insufficient knowledge to use the appropriate form of the 
word. However, the fact that the subjects ranked the 
spelling the last in the hierarchy implies that spelling 
errors are the ones to be corrected the latest among the 
other kinds of error categories.
Thus, results indicate that all respondents did not 
judge all errors as egually serious; rather, their judgments 
establish a hierarchy of errors. Turkish teachers 
considered mostly the comprehensibility of an erroneous 
sentence while evaluating. On the other hand, they also 
used the basicness of the rule violated because of the 
formal training they received.
Another guestion asked whether the hierarchy of errors 
established by Turkish EFL teachers changed according to the 
ages of the judges. The subjects were divided into two 
groups one of which included 10 teachers between 20-35 age 
range, and the other included 10 teachers between 36 and 
over. Both groups considered word order errors to be the 
most serious with mean values 11.3 and 10.3 among the other 
categories of error, but the hierarchy established by 20-35 
age group suggests that this group used the global aspect of 
the error as a criterion for their evaluations more 
frequently than did the 36 and over. The following gives the 
ranking of the two groups:
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20-35 36-over
word order word order
verb form concord
concord verb form
negation negation
word choice word choice
preposition spelling
spelling preposition
The rank order of categories of error revealed that the 
two groups showed similar judgments on the hierarchy of 
errors except verb form and preposition: 20-35 group ranked 
verb form 2nd, whereas the 36-and-over ranked it 3rd. The 
category of preposition was ranked 6th by the first group 
and 7th by the latter. The statistical analysis concerning 
the rank order correlation showed that the relationship 
between the teachers in the two groups was significant at 
.01 level. There was a close correlation between the rank 
orders established by the two groups.
Although there is a close correlation in the rank order 
of errors between the two groups, it was seen that teachers 
in 20-35 age range were more severe in their judgments of 
seriousness of error. For example, despite the fact that 
word order was ranked 1st in the hierarchy by both groups, 
the mean values of each group showed differences. The 20-35 
group had a mean 11.3 and the other had a mean 10.3. Again,
negation was the 4th most serious category of error for both 
groups, but means of the groups were 9.7 and 8.0 
respectively.
The greatest difference in the mean scores was seen in 
the category of preposition errors (M = 7.4, M = 5.4) and 
the closest similarity was seen in the category of spelling 
errors (M = 5.1, M = 5.4). The difference in the mean 
scores of the two groups was statistically significant 
(p<.001) especially in three sentences: I'd prefer going by 
car (3.0 for 20-35 versus 2.0 for 36 and over). The train 
was late but no one knew the reason of the delay (2.6 for 
20-35 versus 1.7 for 36 and over). Each of the rooms in the 
hotel have its own bathroom (3.3 for 20-35 versus 2.3 for 36 
and over). This result can be explained by the subjects' 
teaching expriences. Experienced teachers might be familiar 
with the students' recurring mistakes like the ones in the 
above sentences, and they might be accostumed to hearing or 
reading such errors from their students. Therefore, the 
teachers in 36-and-over group might have marked more 
tolerably than the teachers in 25-35 group. The statistical 
analysis concerning the judgments of 21 sentences by the two 
groups is shown in Appendix C.
Summary and Implications
In this study the researcher aimed to find out how 
Turkish EFL teachers evaluated certain errors in the
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writings of Turkish EFL learners. In spite of the fact that 
this study is limited to sentence level, results may show 
the general tendency of the Turkish teachers while 
evaluating the seriousness of students' written errorsin 
compositions. One of the major findings of the study is 
that all of the respondents in this study see errors in 
relative terms and their judgments establish a hierarchy of 
error. The Turkish teachers referred to both criteria 
(i.e., the basic level of the rule violated and the 
criterion of intelligibility) in judging the seriousness of 
errors.
The present study has shown that the errors which the 
Turkish teachers thought the most serious were the ones that 
caused the greatest problems of comprehension (such as word 
order). On the other hand, they also reflected the 
teaching objectives, that is, formal accuracy while 
assessing. As McCretton and Rider (1993) state, the 
educational priorities are reflected in the hierarchy, and 
teachers refer to the syllabus through which they were 
taught and by which they teach. It is proved once again 
that being non-native speakers of English, Turkish teachers 
also based their assessment of some errors on the syllabus 
by which they teach the language. This finding is in line 
with that of McCretton and Rider. The Turkish teachers did 
not tolerate errors in the occurrence of language items such
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as verb form and concord which are taught intensively and 
practised a lot. It is required of the students not to 
commit linguistic errors after so much practice done from 
the beginning till the end of the teaching period.
Commitment of such an error causes irritation among teachers 
and, as a result, they mark severely even when the message 
is comprehensible.
It was also observed that the evaluations of the 
teachers changed according to their age. Although both 
groups established the hierarchy depending on both criteria 
(basic level of the rule violated and intelligibility), the 
20-35 age group showed preference for criterion of 
intelligibility. Some Turkish EFL teachers who were taught 
in the traditional approach to language learning are trying 
to adapt to new teaching methods, but some others are still 
under the effect of the traditional education they received. 
The 20-35 group is likely to be more aware of the merits of 
the communicative approach to learning and values the 
comprehensibility of the message more than does the 36-and- 
over group. However there is an interesting finding;
Although the 20-35 group used intelligibility as a criterion 
while assessing the seriousness of an error, which is an 
aspect of the communicative approach, they marked more 
severely than the 36-and-over group.
60
The findings of the study give an indication of which 
errors are considered the most serious by Turkish teachers.
most serious less serious least serious
word order concord preposition
verb form negation spelling
lexis
It seems that the teachers' assessment is not only 
based on criteria such as freguency or degree of seriousness 
of an error but also his or her teaching experience, 
familiarity with the learners' language experiences, 
teaching priorities, and the syllabus being followed. 
Teacher's evaluation of students' errors is also likely to 
be measuring both students' success in a particular course 
and their ability to communicate in the target language 
(Davies, 1983). The result gathered from this study reveals 
the general viewpoints of Turkish teachers about the 
seriousness of certain errors; however, it is necessary to 
keep in mind that teachers should reflect their objectives 
while assessing students' papers.
It is hoped that the present study will be used as a 
basis for other studies in this area. For example, native 
and non-native (Turkish) teachers' reactions to students' 
written errors can be compared. A study on Turkish 
teachers' responses to compositions is also worth 
investigating by asking them to grade the compositions
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according to six criteria including holistic impression, 
organization, and sophistication (content); and 
acceptability, comprehensibility, and irritation (subjective 
reactions) replicating Santos's study (1988). Such a study 
also can enlighten some problems arising from the subjective 
evaluation of writings.
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APPENDIX A
Informed Consent Form
Dear Colleagues,
I attend MA TEFL Program at Bilkent University. The 
purpose of my thesis is to investigate the error hierarchy among Turkish EEL teachers.
In order to help me achieve the aims of my research, I 
hope you will be honest in your answers. Your answers will 
be kept confidential. Nothing will be released in any way 
that will permit the identification of individuals who 
participate. Cooperation is, of course voluntary. However,
I hope you will seriously consider taking part in this 
study.
If you have any questions, please call the MA TEFL 
Program at Bilkent University in Ankara, (312) 266-4040 ext. 
1561.
Thank you very much for your cooperation and valuable
time.
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Nergiz Turkkollu
Please take a few minutes to fill out the attached 
questionnaire about your judgments of seriousness of errors. 
Do not write your name on the questionnaire. You will 
remain anonymous.
Before you begin, please answer a few questions about 
your background.
Age: -----  20-35 -----  36 and over
Sex: ----- male ----- female
How long have you been teaching? -----  years.
Last degree you earned: ---- BA ---- MA ---- Ph.D.
APPENDIX B 
Questionnaire
1) All of the following sentences were taken from 
compositions written by intermediate level Turkish EFL 
students about two topics one of which was personal, and the 
other of which was nonpersonal. All of them contain an 
error. You are asked to show how serious you consider each 
error. 1 to 5 indicate increasing degrees of seriousness of 
error.
2) For example, consider the following sentence:
I ^  born in 1978.
If you consider the underlined error to be a MINOR ERROR, 
you might put a circle around number 1, thus:
1 2 3 4 5
Of course, if you consider it to be a MAJOR ERROR, you might 
put a circle around number 5.
3) Please make sure you have completed the entire 
questionnaire.
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1) Why don't you go and have a car? 1 2 3 4 5
2) She was sorry for the noise last night. She was having
a party with her friends. 1 2 3 4 5
3) I'd prefer going by car. 1 2 3 4 5
4) I didn't see nothing. 1 2 3 4 5
5) Although he applved for the job, he couldn't receive an
answer from the company. 1 2 3 4 5
6) They were disappointing with the film. They expected it
to be much better. 1 2 3 4 5
7) I want you to see married. 1 2 3 4 5
8) He died from heart attack. 1 2 3 4 5
9) What are you planing to do after graduation?
1 2 3 4 5
10) I asked him to know everything. 1 2 3 4 5
11) She wouldn't let me to read the letter. 1 2 3 4 5
12) None of the costumer I met were English. 1 2 3 4 5
13) Nobody tells me nothing. 1 2 3 4 5
14) I'm coming. I am about to finish wearing my pants.
1 2 3 4 5
15) She doesn't work at that restaurant rio more because of
her unkind behaviors. 1 2 3 4 5
16) Mr. Johnson cut him while he was shaving. 1 2 3 4 5
17) Tell us why are you laughing. 1 2 3 4 5
18) The train was late, but no one knew the reason of the
delay 1 2 3 4 5
19) Susan needed some practise to improve her English.
1 2 3 4 5
20) Each of the rooms in the hotel have its own bedroom.
1 2 3 4 5
69
21) The boss asked us where were we going,
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APPENDIX C
sentences
Sentence no. SD t-ratio E~value
1 . 19 2.63 .02 ****
2 . 20 2.50 .05***
3 .31 3.22 .01*****
4 . 22 2.27 .05***
5 .31 -1.93 . 1**
6 .43 . 6978 NS
7 . 10 3.66 .01*****
8 .25 2.376 .05***
9 3.94 -0.126 NS
10 . 06 4.61 • 001******
11 . 10 0.983 NS
12 . 29 2.047 . 1**
13 .30 3 ,01*****
14 .20 1.435 .2*
15 . 37 . 810 NS
16 . 16 . 612 NS
17 . 23 1.93 . 1**18 . 16 5.62 • 001******
19 . 18 2.11 .05***
20 .24 4.16 .001******
21 . 53 . 56 NS
Note. N = 20; M  = 18; NS: Not significant
